Irving Loudon (May 2003 JRSM 1 ) is quite right to accept the plausibility of the French Renaissance writer Boaistau's account of a 'five-year pregnancy'. Two Renaissance physicians, d'Ailleboust and de Provanchères, 2 describe an even more remarkable case. In 1582 in the French town of Sens, a necropsy was performed on a Madame Chatri who died at the age of 68. She had become pregnant for the first and only time 28 years previously. A normal pregnancy, prolonged labour and breaking of her waters ensued without the delivery of a child. Her abdomen remained swollen, hard and painful throughout her life. At necropsy her abdomen contained a perfectly formed and calcified 'newborn' female child. An earlier JRSM article by Bondeson 3 recounts the story in some detail, provides copies of contemporary illustrations and traces the subsequent history of the 'stone baby'. Eminent figures who examined the baby and made drawings included Ambroise Paré 4 and Thomas Bartholin. 5 The stone baby became famous and was exhibited in various centres before disappearing from the museum of the king of Denmark during the nineteenth century.
The condition in which a fetus, probably extrauterine, remains in the abdominal cavity and becomes calcified is known as 'lithopaedion'. A Medline search of lithopaedion/ lithopedion yields 56 articles which, taken together, provide information on over 300 cases. The condition is compatible with a long life expectancy and there are several instances of the mother carrying the calcified fetus for over 50 years. Recent cases are from countries deficient in obstetric and surgical care; probably many cases go unreported. For instance, the last to come to my attention was by way of a report last year in the French newspaper, Effects of exposure to CS Karagama and co-workers (April 2003 JRSM 1 ) looked for physical sequelae in thirty-four individuals exposed to CS spray within the confines of a single decked 72-seat coach. Usefully, they divided the cohort into individuals with exposure directly onto the face and individuals with indirect exposure within the confined environment. They recorded the symptoms experienced one hour, one month, and ten months after exposure. As might have been expected, 2 the main symptoms were ocular (10 out of 10 exposed directly and 22 out of 24 exposed indirectly) followed by respiratory (10 out of 10 for the direct group and 13 out of 24 for the indirect group). Only 1 of the indirect group reported a rash whereas 3 out of 10 of the direct group reported rashes. This would concur with the report of Schmutz et al. 3 regarding cutaneous accidents with CS and CN: these workers concluded that, when properly suspended in air, these agents mainly affect the eyes and have only minor effects on the skin, whereas when applied directly onto the skin they produce extreme irritation with erythema and vesicles. The effects seem to develop in two stages. First there is redness and a burning sensation on the face; then, next day, oedema ensues with swelling of the eyelids. Oozing rapidly turns to crusts and, in the absence of treatment, infection is the rule. In a recent case I was supplied with dated serial colour photographs that fitted the above description. The lesions were unilateral, indicating use at very short range (also reported by Schmutz). In two previous cases, photographic evidence was lacking but the general practitioner's description in the medical records was similar and he had prescribed antibiotics prophylactically.
In their follow-up examinations at 8-10 months, Karagama et al. found no differences between the directly and indirectly exposed groups for respiratory or other effects, and they conclude that there was no convincing evidence of long-term physical sequelae. However, the possibility of long-term respiratory damage cannot always readily be dismissed. In 1992 Hu and Christiana 4 reported a case in which a previously healthy woman aged 21 with no wheezing or asthma or family history of asthma or atopy was inadvertently exposed to CS gas in a nightclub. From the results of spirometry over time and the response to treatment with the appropriate medication together with monitored symptoms they diagnosed the development of RADS (reactive airways dysfunction syndrome), a nonspecific form of asthma that typically follows a single massive exposure to an irritant.
